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Alec Taylor is old enough to remember when the 
l ikes of Raquel Welch and Sophia Loren were behind 
those Foster G rants. Today, however, it's safe to say 
that nobody is more beh ind the famous shades than 
he is. 
Taylor, a 1 97 5  Furman graduate, was named 
the CEO of FGX International, the company that 
manufactures Foster G rants, in October of 2005, 
marking the latest step in  a l ife jou rney that began 
in  Johnson City, Ten n. ,  dur ing the heyday of one 
of the most famous ad campaigns of a l l  t ime. 
" N ot i n  my wildest dreams," Taylor says when 
asked if heading the lead ing eyewear operation in 
the world was where he thought he would be three 
decades after he earned a political science degree 
from Furman. "I was a lawyer for 20 years." 
In fact, Taylor says he was lucky to have been 
admitted to Furman. "I got put on the waiting list, 
which is exactly where I belonged," he says. "I got 
in  by the hair of my ch inny chin ch in .  [Un iversity 
president] Gordon Blackwell had mercy on me." 
Taylor went on to prove that the hunch Blackwell 
had about h is  potential was on target, as he did well 
enough at Furman to gain entrance into law school 
at Vanderbilt Un iversity. That sparked a long and 
successful career in  the legal fie ld .  
Taylor says he wasn't really th in king about 
changing anyth ing unti l  a cl ient, impressed by h is  work, 
asked him to make the jump to the business world by 
offering him a h ig h-rank ing position with C hattem 
Chemicals Inc .  in Chattanooga, Tenn.  
"He sa id ,  'Come here and run this company and 
be my president, my No. 2 guy,"' Taylor reca l ls .  " I  had 
a l l  types of reservations about it and wondered if I was 
capable of doing it. But it was kind of the m idpoint 
of my legal career, and I thought if I was ever going 
to do anyth ing different, it was now." 
After taking the job in  January 1 998, he quickly 
discovered that advertising and bottom l ines intrigued 
h im .  And rather than being a h indrance, h is  law 
background proved to be hugely benefic ia l .  
" Lawyers are terrible business people," he says. 
"They struggle running their own checkbooks. But law 
also teaches a very logical thought process. You do a 
lot of A-to-B-to-C think ing.  You learn not to do A and 
skip to Z."  
He took to h is  corporate role l i ke a seasoned 
veteran, and it wasn't long u nti l he was ready to take 
another big step. FGX was p lanning to go public, and 
another friend thought Taylor wou ld  be the perfect 
choice to spearhead the transition. 
" I 'd taken companies publ ic as a lawyer, so I knew 
that process," he says. "I hated to leave [Chattem]. 
but I wanted to be a CEO and have a chance to run 
my own g ig ."  
Taylor says one of the th ings he insisted upon 
when taking the job was that the company make 
a commitment to spend more money on advertis ing. 
FGX agreed, and soon the ads he remembered from 
his youth were revived - only this t ime with regular 
people replacing celebrities. The effort was designed 
to put Foster Grant on a new generation's radar and 
to keep the company at the forefront of the industry. 
" We asked people under 40, 'What does Foster 
G rant mean to you?' And they said a government 
aid program," Taylor says with a laugh.  
I n  addition to the chal lenge of running a h igh 
profi le company, Taylor a lso had to adjust to moving 
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to Rhode Is land (Smithfield), where FGX is based. 
" People in  Rhode Island have th is deep, thick accent. 
My first three months I had to carry a translator 
around.  I wondered if they were speak ing Engl ish,"  
Taylor says - then points out that h is colleagues felt 
the same way about his Southern accent. 
" But I 've really enjoyed it," he adds. " We do 
a lot of k idding about Southern isms. People wanted 
to know if we were going to add catfish and grits 
to the cafeteria. I haven't imposed any of that yet." 
Taylor says he doesn't get back to Furman often, 
but he counts his years at what was then still the "new" 
campus as critical to the person he is today. 
" I  remember the first t ime going through those 
gates and having the 'wow' event we all had," he says. 
" It starts there. It's a rea l ly special place. 
" Furman nurtured people and made you feel like 
you could be somebody." 
- RON WAGNER 
The author, a 1993 Furman graduate, is  a free-lance 
writer based in Hendersonville, N. C. 
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